THE AMERICAN NOVEL

man who, settled largely by chance in a dull life, discovers
that he has a capacity for pleasure and at once finds oppor-
tunities swarming round him. Most of the courting in the
stories is done by women, swift, witty, irrepressible daughters
of nature who regard men as slow-going creatures that need
to be civilized by laughter and love. The books have no prob-
lems and no penalties, since the plots are cheerfully irresponsi-
ble. They would be shocking if they were not so funny.
Though the world Thorne Smith created is not in the least
real, it is not remote in time or place. With an instinct for
nonsense he took the smart life of his own day and let it run
wild and free in his novels.

After 1929 Van Vechten ceased to write about his perverse
dilettantes in New York, but Erskine continued his humorous
modernizations of heroic stories: Tristan and Isolde (1932),
The Brief Hour of Francois Villon (1937). Lardner, who
called his autobiography The Stoiy of a Wonder Man (1927),
wrote no novels, but he collected his short stories in Round
Up (1932) and until his death in 1933 practised the sardonic
art which gives him his special place in American humor. He
had begun his work as a writer about sports* Damon Runyon,
trained in the same school, turned to short stories in Guys
and Dolls (1932), in that and later collections celebrating
the New York underworld, its tough sentimentalists, and its
grammarless lingo. In 1929 W. R. Burnett made a stir with
Little Caesar, which set a new fashion, at once romantic and
tough, for novels dealing with gangsters. The thirties saw
toughness by itself developed into a standard fashion, which
reached what may be called its high point in James M. Cain's
The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) * Even the detective
story, seldom much touched by literary modes, felt the new
influence. The most popular detectives in the fiction of the
twenties had been the philosophical Charlie Chan of Earl
Derr Biggers, and the posing connoisseur Philo Vance of
Willard Huntington Wright (S. S. Van Dine). The most